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In the 1970s a new generation of scholars challenged the widespread belief in family instability and sexual pathology. Herbert G. Gutman's pathbreaking book demonstrated that in spite of the corrosive effects of slavery, enslaved men and women often forged enduring, two-parent households where relatively stable families emerged. For Gutman, the formation of families proved slave agency, resiliency, and determination to order their interior lives in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Contrary to Gutman, others argued that stable families merely served masters' social and economic interests. Thus, slave marriages actually facilitated the natural reproduction of the labor force through childbirth, and family ties meant that slave workers were far less likely to run away. Still other scholars challenged the assumption that a "stable" family was one that consisted of a male slave and his subordinate wife and children. These authors pointed out that family stability was not contingent on the patriarchal model of slave masters. Indeed, the exclusion of slave men from institutional power meant that wives and mothers were often seen as equal partners in slave marriages and crucial decision makers in the day-to-day affairs of families. The most recent works on slave family seem to underscore the variability of family structures, demonstrating that the male-headed nuclear family was not as prevalent as Gutman and others had assumed. Despite the richness of the historiography on slave families, the animating questions in most of these works relate to the power of male and female sexual partners within the structures of American slavery. Such approaches largely ignore iterations of family that defy normalized heterosexual biological reproduction. In short, references to family almost always assume groups of people related by marriage or blood. But were these configurations of family the only ways of conceiving social reproduction? Even if scholars accept that American slave communities moved inexorably toward the model of the nuclear family, how do we account for first-generation Africans who persistently flowed into these communities with very different histories and sociocultural models? 4 Did first-generation Africans simply accept the profound social alienation that tore them from biological kin, or did they arrive in the Americas with the tools to create other expressions of family? If Africans arrived with flexible and expansive notions of the social bonding patterns we call "family," perhaps we should look beyond the normative assumptions of a single category that is biologically determined. Such a move would prompt us to view slave family less as a reaction to slavery and the desires of slave masters and more as a product of the imperatives that dictated social relations of Africans in their homelands, extending to the Americas. Such a move would also reframe old ideas about so-called fictive kin, placing adoptive, corporate, spiritual, and intellectual families alongside biological ones as part of a broader structural social norm.
Between 1500 and 1800, Africans represented nearly four out of every five immigrants to the Americas. These Africans should seemingly play a crucial role in any accounting of family history in the Atlantic world. Yet they remain mostly absent from the long and distinguished list of studies on the topic. The reason for this exclusion has as much to do with the development of the field of family history and its emphasis on European legal categories as it does with differing African understandings of family. First-generation Africans did not easily embrace European institutions of church and state and therefore appear in disproportionately small numbers in the written record. Hence they are easily forgotten and ignored in broader studies of Atlantic families. At the same time, the conditions of African enslavement and the demographic trends in the slave trade suggest the profound challenges in the construction of new biological families. Enslavement permanently separated Africans from families in their 4 In addition to Herbert G. Gutman's early work, scholars from other parts of the Americas have pointed to the gradual embrace of the nuclear family as one expression of a developing creole consciousness in slave communities. homelands. Males outnumbered females by a margin of two to one in the Atlantic slave trade, constraining the potential for African reproduction in many places in the Americas. In extreme instances men constituted more than 90 percent of the African population, especially in occupations such as mining and cattle ranching. 5 Evidence may be lacking, but it seems worthwhile to ask how the social and sexual lives of these men were transformed through the slave trade. In many African societies, slaving resulted in higher ratios of women to men, thereby expanding the institution of polygyny. The expectations of men enslaved in these settings would have been turned upside down in the Americas, where African women were scarce. What types of social networks did these men create in the absence of women willing to procreate with them? Did sexual identities and practices change in such skewed demographic settings? 6 Did new sexual configurations serve to empower African women? Though these questions, and others related to African family, often remain difficult to answer, they can begin to be unraveled through a critical interrogation of current categories of analysis as well as through a creative reading of European colonial sources.
Unlike most scholars of Europe and the Americas, scholars of Africa have tended to focus on the household as the primary conceptual category for analyzing family. The reasons for this concentration on the household are manifold; among the most compelling, however, is that the majority of African societies have not been ordered according to the small, nuclear units that have come to define European notions of family. Indeed, in some instances, as with the BaKongo, "the family has never been a clearly defined 5 The starkest examples come from the mining regions of Brazil in the first half of the eighteenth century. In Vila Rica, male slaves outnumbered female slaves nearly 11:1, in Ample evidence exists of same-sex behaviors in early Africa and the diaspora, including among ritually powerful men who took on the social roles of women in places such as Angola, Nigeria, Portugal, and Brazil. Unfortunately, scholars and activists have tended to rely on Western categories such as "sodomy," "pederasty," "homosexuality," and "gay" to represent these behaviors. None of these categories accurately represents the social histories of most of these men. unit, nor is it identified by any particular word in the language." 7 Hence, emphasis rests on broader, more flexible categories of social organization. A household consists of one or more communal buildings on shared land, occupied by members of varying statuses, from natal kin to slaves. At its core, the household is a combined unit of economic and social reproduction.
Across precolonial West Africa, wealth, power, and prestige were measured primarily in people, not in land or money. 8 Thus, patriarchs placed a premium on expanding the number of dependents in their households through polygynous marriages, childbirth, adoption, pawning, and enslavement of outsiders. Hierarchies between insiders and outsiders existed in households, with the slave occupying the position of the archetypal outsider. These slaves might bear a permanent stigma as "marginal-to-society," but they could transcend their social status by bonding to the new group, steadily integrating and forging deeper ties of belonging. This process of moving from outsider to insider was similar to that experienced by wives and natally privileged children, who also had to learn the expectations and modes of reciprocity that were crucial to the strength of the kin group. As a result of these arrangements, distinctions in status among wives, children, and slaves were never as great as those that would later develop under European legal regimes. 9 At a practical level, members of African households built dwellings, tended cattle, harvested crops, engaged in trade, cooked, raised children, and protected one another in times of war. Reciprocal responsibilities meant that individuality was not only frowned on but dangerous. Crimes committed by individuals were attributed to the household, individual economic debts were the responsibility of the group, and so on. When breaches in the code of conduct occurred, heads of households linked by kinship and marriage (village elders and other powerful men) decided collectively on a proper course of action, always with the aim of restoring balance and social cohesion to the community. In short, a person was a person only insofar as he or she belonged to a broader community, and the community was defined by the number and quality of the people in its ranks.
This allusion to the quality of people in a particular community highlights the importance of knowledge as a source of power. In addition to the extended household groupings that we might call family, there were dozens of overlapping communities of craftsmen, hunters, warriors, traders, and priests spread across West Africa. These groups formed their own discrete, hierarchical communities of knowledge that knit together broad regions, sometimes characterized by sharp political differences. Community leaders desired the services of the most dynamic and clever of these specialists, utilizing their knowledge to strengthen their household and village communities. Thus, the measure of power was not simply the "accumulation" of people; power was also "compositional," dependent on the depth and breadth of knowledge possessed by a community. 10 In this way, families encouraged novelty through multiple layers of self-realization. A man could be a dutiful, subservient son or slave, but he could also be a powerful warrior or a master blacksmith. Individuals constantly tried to invent new ways to empower themselves within the contexts of their various household and corporate kin communities. Meanwhile, political leadership implied the capacity to mobilize and harness the different bodies of knowledge necessary to strengthen households, villages, and clans.
To be alienated from the collective wealth, power, and protection of one's home community pushed the enslaved to the edge of social death. Nevertheless, African forms of reciprocity offered outsiders pathways to bonding with their new communities. The absorption of these strangers occurred at multiple, overlapping levels of kinship-through marriage, religious initiation, corporate belonging, military service, and so on-none of which were understood as fictive categories of inclusion. Indeed, these varied and dynamic processes of integrating outsiders were essential to African social reproduction. By definition, then, even the lowliest dependent in a community was attached to it by some sliver of belonging, and these were the generative beginnings of kinship and family relations.
For those thrust into the Atlantic world, the alienation of chattel slavery represented an even starker, more profound rupture. In recent years the idea of social death as the archetypal experience of African slaves has received renewed attention in Atlantic historiography. For some, the dislocation and commodification of African bodies in the Atlantic world strongly affirm slavery as the equivalent of social death. 11 For others, social death was a slaveholding ideology against which the enslaved fought in order to assert a politics of belonging. From this perspective, slavery was 10 Jane I. not so much a permanent condition as a "predicament, in which enslaved Africans . . . never ceased to pursue . . . regeneration." 12 To the extent that the predicaments of the Atlantic world were often extensions of the predicaments of West Africa, enslaved Africans relied on their flexible understandings of kinship in their construction of new communities. Slaves might be pushed to the precipice of social death. But the strands of social belonging were always there to seize and claim one's personhood. Few let these opportunities pass. Thus, it was precisely through this politics of belonging that new African slave families emerged, as alienated individuals persistently sought creative ways to stave off isolation and constitute themselves as social beings.
Although alienation was no doubt deeply felt by many enslaved Africans, the stability of African family or kinship, particularly in war-torn areas where slaving was frequent and sustained, should not be exaggerated. In these regions violence and unrest constantly threatened the survival of communal networks. War, drought, famine, and slaving produced thousands of dislocated peoples who sought refuge in areas protected from these threats. Sometimes people made these internal African migrations collectively, thereby insuring the survival of some social connections. However, the forces of dislocation were often so profound that it was impossible to sustain kinship ties. Groups of strangers would thus come together to build new communities out of whatever sociocultural ground they shared. As was the case in their home communities, people often rallied around those with specialized knowledge that was situationally useful. In some cases, alienated refugees gathered around warriors who promised protection from slaving. For example, in Central Africa mixed groups of Kimbundu-and Kikongospeaking refugees settled in the forbidding terrain of southern Kongo in the early seventeenth century. These refugee bands fled warfare and slave trading, creating new peoples under the leadership of soldiers known as ndembu. In other instances, refugees gathered around powerful healers who promised redemption from famine, disease, and slaving. In eighteenthcentury Benin, such communities formed around vodun priests devoted to Sakpata, the earth deity. These new communities mimicked many of the hierarchies and patterns of reciprocity that characterized those of African households, thereby underscoring the primacy of the group over the individual. Focusing on these social relationships makes it possible to better understand the boundaries and limitations of familiar categories of kinship, marriage, patriarchy, and even slavery itself. 13 Ultimately, "family" was a variable, moving target-a composite of ideas and understandings, determined by natal and corporate kinship, that structured sociability, especially in highly unstable societies. This flexibility, born of African circumstances, would serve the enslaved well on their journeys through the Atlantic world.
In the absence of natal kin, Africans created new points of connection with their fellow slaves. 14 In some instances, these connections cohered with broad regional affinities carried from the West African coast. For example, many Africans designated as "Angolas" in colonial documents shared a Kimbundu lingua franca, a belief in the power of health and healing through ancestral spirits known as kilundu, and at least some exposure to Portuguese cultural influences. Likewise, those designated as "Minas" shared affinities of language (lingua geral de Mina), spirituality (vodun), and exposure to imperial influences (kingdom of Dahomey). As already suggested, these deep-level, core cultural understandings coalesced in various African regional settings, leading to social connection and the potential for making new peoples. These processes gained even greater urgency in the Atlantic world, where African "ethnics" forged various configurations of family based on these shared cultural understandings.
At the most basic and easily understood level, Africans married endogamously. That is to say, across the Americas Angolas married Angolas, Minas 14 Though the majority of Africans apparently entered the Atlantic world without immediate friends or family, there is scattered evidence suggesting that some kin groups were enslaved together. See the example of the Remire plantation in seventeenth-century French Guiana where "it is quite likely that these people [the Africans] either knew each other before their sale in America or at the very least had common friends and family. married Minas, and so on. The rates of endogamous marriage depended on demographic possibilities, but it is abundantly clear that, where possible, Africans chose to form conjugal unions among those with whom they shared common social and cultural understandings. For example, in sixteenth-century Cuba, 78 percent of Arara married other Arara. Similarly, 55 percent of Biafara married Biafara, 48 percent of Bran wed Bran, and 44 percent of Zape united with Zape. In seventeenth-century Mexico City, 89 percent of Angolas married other Angolas. Likewise, 64 percent of Brams chose other Brams as their spouses. In eighteenth-century Rio de Janeiro, 82 percent of Angolas married Angolas, and 43 percent of Minas married Minas. 15 The decisions of these Africans to marry partners of the same "nation" were not random or abstract. Africans who shared common cultural ground through language, spiritual beliefs, and so on naturally gravitated toward one another in the Americas.
Though Catholic marriage records provide a glimpse of family formation, one should not assume that Christian marriage was the norm among African slaves. It bears remembering that men were demographically dominant in many slave societies, often blunting opportunities for female companionship. Yet African men still gravitated toward one another along lines of national affinity, reconstructing all-male, or mostly male, social groups in the Atlantic world. As with endogamous marriages, African men formed intimate social circles based on their common linguistic, cultural, and social histories. In some instances, deep individual bonds grew and coalesced into broader kin groups. For example, in 1566 two Jolof slaves, Antônio and Zambo, conspired to hire a boat that would carry them from Lisbon back to Africa and the "land of the Moors." Antônio, who had been in Portugal for many years, convinced the younger Zambo that such a journey was possible-the two men referred to one another affectionately as "brother" throughout their conversations. 16 Once assured of the plan's efficacy, Zambo enlisted a very recently arrived Jolof named Pedro to join them in their plot. Finally, Zambo also offered passage to a thirteen-year-old Jolof girl named Antônia, who had been his Atlantic shipmate five years earlier. 17 This small collection of Jolofs from the Senegambia region exemplifies the direct invocation of kinship idioms ("brother") as well as indirect, but no less meaningful, assertions of filial commitment and responsibility. 18 Ultimately, these mostly male Jolof slaves constructed family out of shared language, culture, and history as well as the individual threads of reciprocal relations that bound them all together. Though these smaller, more intimate kinship groups were likely the norm among Africans in the Atlantic world, mostly male social groups could evolve into larger communities modeled on organizational structures from the African past. These included warrior communities such as the asafo companies of the Gold Coast and the kilombos of West-Central Africa, each of which served as an organizational basis for runaway slave communities in the Americas. In Jamaica so-called Kromantis adopted elements of the safo tradition into the governing principles of Maroon villages such as Nanny Town, and in Brazil "Angolans" embraced structures and symbols of the quilombo, most prominently in the famous runaway community of Palmares. In Cuba the Igbo secret society known as Ekpe reemerged as Abakuá. For newly arrived African men familiar with these hierarchical, corporate communities in their homelands, all-male societies may have been their first point of entry into American communities of belonging. The individual relationships within these communities remain mostly hidden, but it can be surmised that some of these men found lasting companionship among their fellow initiates. At the same time, these communities likely provided the social space through which individual males could be introduced to female companions, eventually resulting in natal families. 19 18 Any consideration of African slave family must take account of the growing numbers of orphaned children that entered the Atlantic trade. Estimates suggest that children constituted around one-quarter of all slave cargoes; however, proportions climbed steadily over the years, so that by the end of the trade in the 1860s, children represented upward of 40 percent of all slaves arriving in the Americas. In those instances where Africans eventually found opposite-sex partners, it appears that most rejected the Catholic Church as a sanctioning body for their unions. In eighteenth-century Brazil, for instance, from 85 to 90 percent of all children born to African mothers were born out of Christian wedlock. This does not imply the absence of long-lasting unions between Africans. On the contrary, there is abundant evidence of unmarried couples appearing at the baptismal font multiple times with their common, "natural" children. 20 Regardless of whether or not culturally similar couples married according to Western Christian norms, the implication of these unions was continuity, as African men and women aligned themselves with others from their same nation, building broad webs of kinship and passing on knowledge to their Creole offspring.
Across the diaspora, African mothers were especially important in this community-building process. Since masters were not bound to recognize the paternal claims of African men whose children were born outside of Christian wedlock, these men were more readily sold away and alienated from their families. Mothers often took the responsibility of educating children in communal norms, simultaneously preparing them for lives as American slaves and passing on legacies from the African past. Even in those instances where children were the products of sexual coercion at the hands of white men, African women often treated their offspring as part of a matrilineal line that was socially and culturally African. Thus, for instance, we find a third-generation, mixed-race woman living in early eighteenthcentury Bahia (northeastern Brazil) taking part in Central African-derived calundu ceremonies and speaking in the "language of Angola." 21 This woman, Lourença, mulata, had learned the rituals from her mixed-race aunt, Ignes, who had learned them from her Angolan mother. 22 Though Lourença and Ignes were blood relatives, ritual communities were less dependent on blood ties than on shared social and cultural kinship. Just as in Africa, natal kinship communities overlapped with communities of knowledge that promoted broader empowerment. Ritual leaders (calunduzeiros) such as Ignes invoked ancestral spirits who could offer remedies for nizations underwent significant transformation in their transfer to the Americas. For example, women became prominent in Jamaican safos and Brazilian quilombos. 20 Sweet, Recreating Africa, 35-37. The emphasis on baptism among Africans highlights the importance of this sacrament above all others in the Afro-Catholic world. For more on distinctions among "legitimate," "natural," and "illegitimate" children, see Linda Lewin, Surprise Heirs, vol. multiple configurations of african slave family a variety of illnesses that plagued slave communities. These ancestral spirits were integral to notions of family and community. To insure the prosperity of the community, members frequently offered ancestors ritual sacrifices of cows, goats, chickens, and alcohol. In these ritual settings, ancestral spirits could inhabit the bodies of mediums, but only if the mediums utilized their specialized knowledge and power effectively. These ancestors would then offer their divinations and remedies, serving to fortify and protect the entire community.
Ultimately, there were at least three layers of family embedded in these Angolan-derived ritual communities. At one level, there were very small numbers of natal kin, such as Lourença and her aunt Ignes. In addition, there was always a blood connection between the calunduzeira and the spirit that possessed her. When the calundu possessed Ignes, the ancestral spirit was also likely related to her niece Lourença. Perhaps it was even Ignes's Angolan mother, Lourença's grandmother. Whatever the case, deceased family members often played important roles in the lives of the living, highlighting the virtual impossibility of social death. The ability of ritual experts to collapse time and space, drawing the power of these longdead African ancestors to colonial American communities, served as a durable social connection when temporal family members so often succumbed to forced removal, death, disease, and other ill effects of slavery. Finally, a third layer of new family members could be adopted into the community through their devotion to the dead and their willingness to contribute to the community's collective well-being. The lines of reciprocity between individuals, ritual communities, and ancestors freely accommodated such arrangements. Again, with the frequent threat of alienation, isolation, and the absence of biological kin, the integration of strangers into ritual congregations served as a creative means of regenerating family and empowering the group.
In some instances, the perceived power of the group was tied directly to the memory of historically important political figures. Indeed, some enslaved Africans claimed the ability to raise deceased ancestors who were legendary historical actors in West Africa. For enslaved spirit mediums, the ability to channel a proven warrior, liberator, or king tapped into potent memories of political power and redemption in the homeland, memories that had particular salience in American slave communities. For individual slaves, the invocation of a well-known, powerful figure triggered shared memories that could generate new communities of belonging. These communities simultaneously drew on the power of the past through the ancestral spirit and built new temporal power based on this shared history. For example, in 1742 in the mining regions of Brazil, a slave named Manuel Cata performed divinations using metal tubs and mining pans. Cata, who was from the kingdom of Savalu in the northern part of what is today the country of Benin, performed his divinations by turning the metal vessel upside down, rubbing it with corn husks, and chanting, "Asió bosu bosu." After a short time, a voice emerged from underneath the pan, and Cata began asking it questions in "the Mina language." Among other things, the voice revealed the sources of illness and news of events overseas. Cata claimed that the voice was that of his deceased grandfather, who had been "diviner for the king of his land." 23 In the 1730s Savalu was a persistent threat to the dominance of the regional empire of Dahomey. Dahomean king Agaja ordered the execution of one of his top military advisers in 1733 on the suspicion that he planned to desert to Savalu. 24 Cata's ability to channel another sovereign, or a proxy of that sovereign, was more than an expression of spirituality; it was also a direct political threat to King Agaja. It seems very likely that Cata landed in Brazil as a slave precisely because of this threat. That he continued to draw large numbers of followers in Brazil well into the 1740s is testimony to the enduring memory and power of his grandfather. As "diviner for the king" of Savalu, Cata's grandfather represented stiff opposition to the Dahomean banditry and brigandage that sent thousands of slaves to colonial Brazil. In Brazil Cata provided a direct pathway to this powerful force of resistance, not only through the individual kinship idiom represented by his grandfather but also through collective fealty to the Savalu king. In this way Cata's family constituted multiple layers-from the patriarchal Savalu king, to his diviner grandfather, to his many followers in Brazil, who constructed collective power from their memories of the past.
Cata was by no means alone in his fusion of politics, family, and healing in colonial Brazil. Other Dahomean slaves carried small ancestral altars known as asen. These altars consisted of an iron post, usually around two feet in length, on top of which sat an enclosed calabash-shaped figure, also constructed of iron. Diviners and healers made offerings of food, blood, and alcohol to the asen in order to draw specific ancestors or groups of ancestors to earth to consult on urgent issues. Fearful of the diffuse power of these ancestors across Dahomey, Agaja proscribed divination with asen and banished practitioners to the Atlantic slave trade. The continued use of these ancestral shrines in Brazil points to yet another creative configuration of family in African slave communities. The knowledge necessary to construct the asen, empower it, and render it useful required a larger community that shared a belief in the potency of these ancestors. As with other 23 multiple configurations of african slave family forms of African community building, the ability to harness the power of deceased ancestors conveyed power and strength that often formed the foundation for new idioms of kinship, both at home and in the diaspora. 25 By now, it should be clear that culture and memory played vital roles in the regeneration of family among African slaves in the Americas. For the most part, these idioms of kinship developed in small-group settings, as people did their best to stave off the alienating effects of slavery and forge new ways of belonging. While most Africans built fragile families out of the instability of American slavery, a precious few succeeded in parlaying their intellectual capital into truly remarkable community enterprises. These instances provide a glimpse of the complex and interwoven ideas of family among Africans in the Americas, ideas that bore the potential for profound social and political transformation.
Perhaps the most famous example of African intellectuals' power to effect political change occurred in Haiti. Scholars have debated the extent to which Vodou contributed directly to the outbreak of the Haitian Revolution, but there can be little doubt that spiritually powerful Africans harnessed the energies of unrelated slaves and their deceased ancestors to improve their collective condition. Describing these ritual communities explicitly through the idiom of family in the late eighteenth century, French lawyer and historian M. L. E. Moreau de Saint-Méry wrote that they were led by two ministers who claim they were inspired by God, or where the gift of inspiration is really manifest for their followers, they bear the pompous names King and Queen, or that despotic master and mistress, or finally the touching title of father and mother. During all their lives they are the leaders of the great Vaudoux family, and they are extended the unlimited respect of those who compose it. . . . One can hardly believe the extent of dependence the Vaudoux chiefs hold over other members of the sect. There is not one of these who would not prefer all of the worst misfortunes that threaten him if he does not assiduously attend the meetings, if he does not blindly obey all that the Vaudoux demands of him. . . . In short, nothing is more dangerous in every respect than this Vaudoux cult, founded on the extravagant notion-but one which can become a terrifying weapon-that the ministers . . . know all and can do all. 26 François Makandal, a runaway slave most likely born in West Africa, personified the terror described by Moreau de Saint-Méry. Legends claim that Makandal was the ringleader of a large group of Maroons that poisoned cattle, slaves, and slave masters in Saint Domingue's Northern Province. Makandal allegedly taught his followers the secret powers of roots and herbs, drawing on his knowledge of the natural and spiritual worlds. After many years on the run, Makandal was finally captured and condemned to be burned at the stake in 1758. Prior to his execution, he declared the inviolability of his power, claiming that he would turn himself into a fly to avoid the flames. When the day of his execution arrived, he mounted the stake wearing a sign that read "Seducer, Profaner, Poisoner." 27 The pyre was set alight, but as Makandal frantically fought to escape the flames the stake collapsed. The assembled crowd let out shouts of glee: "Makandal saved!" 28 Soldiers quickly cleared the plaza of witnesses, reassembled the pile, and finished the task. For many, Makandal's prophecy had miraculously come true. He had escaped death and flown back to the hills to reconvene with his ritual family, which would continue to foment revolution. Regardless of the veracity of the legend, Makandal's knowledge of the natural and spiritual worlds was a catalyst for community building and resistance to slavery that drew together large groups of unrelated Africans and their ancestors. Makandal's memory persisted well into the revolutionary period and beyond, as all manner of powerful symbols-talismans, dances, and even Vodou priestswere generically known as "makandals." In death, perhaps more than in life, Makandal inspired kin-like groups of belonging that transcended time and space, linking the revolutionary potential of the living with the spiritual power of the dead. 29 During almost the same period that Makandal came to prominence in Saint Domingue, an African named Domingos Álvares built an everexpanding network of reciprocal social relationships in Rio de Janeiro, some of which were explicitly translated into family idioms. Like Makandal, Álvares utilized his intellectual gifts to effect profound social and political change. Álvares was a healer and vodun priest and eventually used his skills to earn his manumission. By the early 1740s, he presided over three healing centers and a ritual ground (terreiro), claiming dozens, if not hundreds, of followers. At the core of his enterprise was the terreiro, where he multiple configurations of african slave family constructed an elaborate shrine to the vodun of the earth, Sakpata. Álvares's command of the esoteric knowledge necessary to invoke Sakpata's blessings in Brazil rendered him a vehicle for building ritual family and community. As a consequence of his knowledge and power, Álvares attracted a small group of devotees, most from the so-called Mina coast of Africa, who were initiated into his ritual family. This new community redefined each member's personhood, linking him or her to an ancestral vodun (in this case, Sakpata), a "father" vodunon (Álvares), brother and sister vodunsi (fellow initiates), and other congregants. Each of the devotees adopted new ritual names-such as "Captain," "Old Man," "Long-Bearded One"-that indicated a particular quality of the deity. 30 The devotees also took on specific roles in the frequent rituals performed at the terreiro. The most important of these roles was assumed by the woman named "Captain," who always acted as the primary medium for the divinity in Álvares's terreiro. She was responsible for much of the ritual choreography-dancing, sacrifices, and so on-that drew the vodun into the ritual space for consultation.
Interestingly, the Captain's role seems to adhere closely to that of the hungan, literally "chief of the divinity." In vodun, the hungan was second only to the vodunon in terms of rank. If the vodunon was absent from the ritual space, the hungan took over leadership of the vodunsi. Given the Captain's signal importance to the community, one wonders if Álvares viewed her as an equal partner in his therapeutic enterprise, in similar fashion to the way male-female couples usually presided over vodun communities in Dahomey. It is impossible to know the Captain's actual name or the full contours of her relationship with Álvares outside of the ritual setting. What is known is that by the early 1740s, Álvares claimed to be "married" to a freedwoman named Maria da Rocha, who was "from Allada on the Mina Coast." 31 I have pored over parish marriage records for the entire time Álvares was in Rio de Janeiro, and there is no record of his marriage to Maria da Rocha. Nor is there a record of the baptism of their daughter, born in 1741.
The absence of Álvares from the official church record is not surprising. Like most Africans, he probably never married in the Catholic Church at all. This raises the intriguing question of whether his claim to marriage with Maria da Rocha was a euphemism for their shared leadership over the family of vodunsi at his terreiro. If Álvares actually married, it is inconceivable that his partner would not have played an integral role in his congregation. Perhaps Maria da Rocha was the Captain, a vodun devotee with ritual knowledge gained in Allada and shared with Álvares as his new ritual and life partner in the Rio terreiro. Álvares himself claimed that his "parents" were named Afnage and Oconon, both names associated with Sakpata initiation and worship. 32 Portuguese documents plainly suggest that these were his natal parents; however, Álvares very well may have understood his birth to be ritual rather than natal, thereby calling into question simple conclusions drawn from the colonial archive. At the very least, the common threads that tied Álvares, Maria da Rocha, their daughter, and the vodunsi should draw attention to the varying ways that Africans reconstituted family and kinship in the diaspora. The lines of reciprocity between vodun, vodunon, and vodunsi in Álvares's ritual community mirrored those between ancestors, powerful men, and wives and children in his homeland.
The number and quality of people in the family defined its strength and prosperity. Thus, Álvares's marriage and the birth of his daughter were not his alone; they belonged to everyone in his ritual space, as well as to the vodun. To be sure, natal ties still mattered, but where social conditions prevented the construction of blood families, ritual families filled a crucial void, ultimately facilitating the creation of new blood ties and new peoples.
Álvares's ritual space was not the only venue for the expression of family idioms. His healing centers were yet another nexus of community building in Rio de Janeiro. The healing centers drew clients from miles around the city, the vast majority of them African slaves and freedpeople. These clinics served as incubators for initiation into the more intimate confines of the ritual community, as those benefiting from therapy sometimes elected to relocate to the terreiro and devote themselves to the vodun. More often, however, Álvares's clients simply received diagnoses and remedies for specific ailments in a "cash for cures" exchange. Though these relationships adhered closely to the tenets of the market and crass capital exchange, the product on offer was Álvares's knowledge of the Dahomean spirit world. This system of knowledge, and the kinship idioms it implied, became naturalized to the everyday life of colonial Rio de Janeiro. As the medium of a vast store of therapeutic knowledge that he shared with his ailing clients and as the widely known head of a ritual community, Álvares operated very much like a father figure. As a result, people across the city knew him primarily by the moniker "Father Domingos." When Álvares shuttled between his various obligations through the city's streets, he carried with him a calabash full of medicines. According to one slave woman, young children feared Álvares. If they cried or misbehaved, their mothers would warn, "Watch out, there comes Father Domingos with his little calabash!" 33 Apparently, the specter of Álvares and his calabash was frightening enough to silence even the most delinquent children.
This widespread knowledge of Álvares's powers illustrates the depth of community building in his public healing practice in Rio. Though the slave women who made these comments may not have been among Álvares's closest followers, they constituted a significant slice of a much larger community that naturalized vodun to Rio's urban space. On the one hand, Álvares and his calabash were dangerous forces to be feared. On the other hand, "Pai Domingos" was the "father," the widely acknowledged leader of a healing community. The title father was at once an implicit reference to the kinship ties that bound members of his community and an allusion to the broader sense of deference and respect that his position commanded. Even in their casual, joking remarks, slave women passed on to their children knowledge of the powerful links among kinship, power, and healing. 34 I do not want to suggest that African corporate and religious structures were the only avenues toward realizing new communities. Indeed, the Catholic Church itself became a locus for new forms of kinship for some Africans, as lay brotherhoods performed much the same function as communities of Angolans practicing calundu or Minas practicing vodun. Across the Atlantic world-first in Spain and Portugal, then in Mexico, Brazil, and Cuba-Africans of the same nation could be found paying devotion to a common ancestor (saint), building altar shrines around images of that ancestor, and offering celebrations in his or her honor. In return, the ancestor or saint was expected to relieve the ills of the devotees. These lay brotherhoods operated through the idiom of family with ranked hierarchies of so-called brothers and sisters whose most important responsibility was the protection of their brethren, both in life and in death. Among other benefits, membership in a brotherhood ensured a proper burial. Perhaps most tellingly, members of these communities enriched the brotherhoods through their bequests, often leaving significant sums of money to the community on their deaths. 35 34 All of the preceding discussion is from Sweet, Domingos Álvares, 123-29. One powerful and early example of the strong kinship connections engendered by Catholic brotherhoods comes from seventeenth-century Mexico. In 1626 Juan Roque of the Zape nation died in Mexico City, where he had been a member of the Zape brotherhood of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception. 36 Roque's membership in the confraternity represented one layer of family for him in Mexico, but it was not the only one. Roque's Catholic marriage to Isabel de Herrera, also Zape, produced one child, a Creole daughter named Ana María. In his last will and testament, Roque requested that he be buried in the church of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, his body carried to the church in a funeral procession led by his Zape brothers. He also bequeathed several houses to his daughter, Ana María.
Subsequent to Roque's death, members of the confraternity looked after Ana María, offering her financial advice and protecting her interests in the city. In this way, they performed the role of surrogate parents to their deceased "brother's" daughter. When Ana María died in 1630, intestate and without heirs, the rental income from her properties began flowing to the confraternity. In support of their claim to the properties, four Zape men, all members of Immaculate Conception, testified that Roque had instructed Ana María to bequeath the properties to the confraternity in the event that she should die without heirs. Witnesses claimed that Ana María had reiterated her father's desires just fifteen days before her death, and that was why the confraternity had taken control of her estate. Ultimately, the Zapes maintained their hold on Roque's properties until the mid-1640s, earning the confraternity more than a thousand pesos during the span of less than fifteen years. Thus, Roque protected the financial legacy of his natal family and his corporate, religious family alike, as much in death as in life. 37 Though further quantitative study is required, it appears that Africans sometimes left as much, or more, of their disposable property to confraternities and friends as to their surviving heirs. For example, on his death in Rio de Janeiro in 1741, the Mina-born freedman Francisco Gomes bequeathed 25,000 reís to the three brotherhoods where he held membership. He left none of his free third (terça) for his son and only a few conditional gifts for his wife. João Ribeiro Santarem, also from the Mina coast, split the free portion of his assets between his two executors, who received 10,000 reís each, and two confraternities, Nossa Senhora do Rosário, which received 20,000 reís, and Santo Antônio da Mouraria, which obtained 12,000 reís. Santarem left nothing for his son Ignácio, who years earlier had tried to poison him, a crime for which Santarem banished the young man to Angola. Finally, a childless Angolan woman, Branca Ferreira, left 10,000 reís to the Rosário brotherhood and another 4,000 reís to the brotherhood of Santo Elesbão and Santa Efigênia. She also left 4,800 reís to a five-yearold slave boy named Gregorio, the son of her slave Maria. 38 It is important to remember that the majority of those who were members of Catholic confraternities in Brazil were African freedpeople and not slaves. Thus, they possessed the social and financial independence to join these institutions. Nevertheless, their expansive notions of family and community can be clearly seen in their bequests. Just as in Africa, natal kin could be rejected if they were disloyal. Conversely, "subjects" could be elevated to family status through devotion to their masters. Perhaps most important, the collective brotherhood often took precedence over forms of individual accumulation. Whether through the integration of strangers into corporate communities of kin from the same African nation or through the power of long-dead ancestors drawn to spiritual communities, Africans found ingenious ways to forge meaningful and enduring social connections. To be sure, these were sometimes bare, minimalist versions of family, but there was absolutely nothing fictive about these arrangements. These expansive kinship structures had a long history in Africa and were readily adapted to accommodate the arduous conditions of the Atlantic world. Given the right set of circumstances, these nascent communities could grow and prosper, eventually producing the sorts of natal families with which Europeans were more familiar.
Ultimately, we should recognize natal kinship as a constituent element of broader social conceptions of family, rather than as the "real" or norma-38 Key here is "disposable" property. According to colonial law, children stood to inherit two-thirds of each parent's estate. The remaining third could be bequeathed as the deceased saw fit. Here, I am only discussing this "free" third of the estate. In the majority of cases, wives and children stood to inherit a significant portion of this third, but the trend among Africans seems to have been significantly different. All these cases are taken from Nossa Senhora da Candelária, Óbitos, Arquivo da Cúria Metropolitana do Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. See Francisco Gomes (Jan. 4, 1741); João Ribeiro Santarem (Sept. 7, 1743); Branca Ferreira (Dec. 13, 1740).
tive structural form. African Atlantic families operated at several overlapping registers not always apparent to Europeans. This is by no means to diminish the crucial importance of natal kin; it is simply to say that natal kin were often one expression of broader communities. The poignancy of these multilayered interconnections is demonstrated powerfully in cases such as that of Roque, his Zape confraternity brothers, his Zape wife, and his Mexicanborn daughter, or of Álvares, his "wife," his daughter, and his ritual family, including the spirits of the deceased. It can also be seen starkly and beautifully in cases where idioms of kinship emerged on the slave ship itself. In nineteenth-century Jamaica, the term shipmate was the equivalent of "brother" or "sister." 39 Relationships were so indelible that sexual relations between fellow travelers were considered incest. Children born to Africans in Jamaica referred to their parents' shipmates as uncles and aunts. 40 Similar patterns existed in Brazil, where African men's attachments to shipmates were understood to be like those with their wives and children. Brazilians called these shipmates malungos, a Kimbundu word associated with ancestral symbols of authority carried by sea to establish a new hierarchy of lineages in a given territory. 41 In extraordinary circumstances these Brazilian shipmates even managed to return to Africa altogether as "one family." 42 In 1821 the British navy intercepted the slave ship Emilia as it was crossing from Lagos to Rio de Janeiro. The ship was in violation of the international abolition of the slave trade. Its cargo of 392 Yorubas, Hausas, Nupes, and Gbe was carried to Rio, where a mixed commission court ordered the Africans to be apprenticed for fourteen years. Though not legally slaves, the captives from the Emilia were treated like chattel during many years of grueling labor in Rio. Remarkably, the Emilia shipmates managed to stay in touch with one another during these years, and in 1836 sixty-eight survivors sailed back to Lagos together. Among these survivors were forty heads of household, who carried with them twenty-five wives, sixty-three Brazilian-born children, and one grandchild. Additionally, they carried fifty-four mostly "Mina" friends, as well as thirteen slaves. Whether the 234 passengers on the British ship Porcupine settled together once they arrived back in Lagos is a matter of conjecture. Nevertheless, the collection of ethnic strangers on board the ship in 1821, three-quarters of whom were male, had grown into a very large extended family by the time they returned to Lagos almost fifteen years later. This family included unrelated ethnic strangers who had all become "Mina" in Brazil, Brazilian-born children, and even a handful of slaves. 43 Insofar as they made the remarkable return trip to Africa, the Emilia survivors represent an exceptional case; however, their experiences point to the broader possibilities born of the most meager politics of belonging for slaves in the Atlantic world. Out of the "predicaments" of the slave ship and forced apprenticeship, these unrelated, mostly male Africans built on their slim connections, eventually reproducing themselves in a most remarkable and creative fashion. Nobody died a social death, and nobody conjured fictive kin. Such ideas simply reify the notion of biological families as the essential structures of belonging, obscuring the ways that African communities in the Atlantic world endured, adapted, and in some cases thrived, building one slender thread at a time. The aggregate of these multiple, varied, and overlapping threads was the African slave family, constantly moving forward, defying social death.
